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innovations / Digital Inclusion WHY: DISTRIBUTION PARTNERSHIPS FOR SCALING CONTENT Scale matters for virtually all mobile content creators, even more so in emerging markets. Whether undertaken by for-profit companies, NGOs, or public-sector entities, creating digital content is fundamentally a high fixed cost, low variable cost endeavor: the initial expense of developing content may be high, but the incremental cost of offering the same content to a second-or a 10,000 th -user is very low. Naturally, this is an incentive for content providers to reach as many people as possible. This drive for scale is compounded by the fact that consumers in emerging markets are less able to pay for services. Without the option of charging high prices, content providers in emerging markets can only break even by selling a high volume.
Content providers can drive toward high-volume sales in several ways. One approach is to grow "organically," adding customers one by one through referrals or advertising. This type of direct outreach to consumers gives content providers maximum control, but it is also relatively costly and slow and can burn through money and time that bootstrapping social entrepreneurs or resource-constrained NGOs cannot afford to lose. Fortunately, content providers that want to grow quickly have another option: to create distribution partnerships with organizations that have already done the difficult and expensive work of building relationships with a large pool of customers.
In this respect, MNOs likely look quite promising to content providers. Although the mobile communications markets in most countries are fiercely competitive, high capital expenditures and a limited wireless spectrum naturally lead to consolidation among a handful of large firms. At the same time, mobile phones have become ubiquitous in emerging markets, where the number of SIM cards often outnumbers the population. These factors together mean that the average MNO in a mid-size market may have a customer base of tens of millions of people-an appealing target for an ambitious content provider.
WHAT: A VALUE CHAIN APPROACH TO CONTENT DISTRIBUTION

Overview
What does it mean to an MNO to be a content distributor? It is easy to imagine content distribution as a low-value-added activity that is almost mechanical in nature, particularly when one conjures up images of trucks hauling physical goods from warehouses to brick-and-mortar stores. However, the picture for mobile content providers entering new markets looks much different: instead of serving as "logistics" providers, MNOs frequently end up co-creating new services. The depth of their partnerships can be particularly strong when the target population is in an emerging market or the content provider is not a for-profit firm. This is partly because MNOs in emerging markets frequently play a broader role in society than their counterparts in developed markets. The relationship is also deeper because content providers from the nonprofit and public sectors often lack com-mercial capabilities, and consequently they rely more on MNOs to undertake these activities.
Tightly integrated partnerships between content providers and MNOs are built on hundreds of everyday interactions. These activities can be organized into a value chain that has five key functions: refinement and localization, packaging and product development, marketing and demand generation, distribution and payment, and feedback and insights (see Figure 1) . Each of these links in the chain makes the content more relevant and valuable to the end user, which increases the likelihood that the content will have broad uptake and high impact. 1 It is worth noting that USAID, within the context of this issue of Innovations, has highlighted a content value chain with similar components but different names. They have also suggested that this value chain is highly fragmented, a position that MNOs like Telenor would likely share. We hope readers do not get too bogged down with the nomenclature across these value chains but instead focus on how value is created across them.
Refinement and Localization
When addressing critical social challenges like those presented by agriculture, education, and health care, there is no substitute for objective, evidence-based content. However, while the technical rigor content providers apply to their work ensures integrity, it also creates barriers for lay people seeking to use their output to make decisions. This gap between content producers and consumers is even wider in emerging markets, where disparities in literacy and educational attainment persist and are magnified by differences in languages and cultural norms. Accordingly, a critical first step in the content distribution process is to refine and localize content to meet the needs of people in the target market.
The process of creating Aponjon, a health information service used by hundreds of thousands of pregnant women and mothers with infants in Bangladesh, is an excellent example of the impact thoughtfully refined and localized content can have. At its core, Aponjon addresses an information asymmetry between new innovations / volume 9, number 3/4 23 innovations / Digital Inclusion mothers and medical experts. For a woman who is pregnant for the first time, the months leading up to and immediately after the birth are fraught with uncertainty, yet pregnancy, including the potential risks, is well understood by medical experts. Working with Grameenphone, Telenor's business unit in Bangladesh, social enterprise Dnet sought to address this asymmetry by creating a high-quality information service aimed at the most vulnerable pregnant women in the country. Although Dnet worked with a team of local and international obstetric and public health experts to create the medical information they offered, the quality of the content was only one factor in the success of the service. Dnet chief executive Rizwana Rashid Auni said that localizing the content for the Bangladesh population was equally important. "We spent a tremendous amount of time refining the content to make it relevant and engaging for women and families in Bangladesh," notes Auni, "including prototyping and testing with our target users in their own homes." The Dnet team made a great effort to ensure that their content would be accessible and relevant to women with low literacy levels and busy lives. For example, their decision to address the literacy barrier by converting information into voice messages has proved popular, with over 80 percent of users now choosing audio messages over text. The voice format also opened up avenues to make the service even more engaging. Auni recalls that "we created recurring 'personas' and even developed mini 'skits' between characters; these have been big hits with our customers."
Dnet's collaboration with Grameenphone provides a few generalizable lessons for content providers. First, when there is a broad consensus on or even commodification of raw expert content, localization takes on oversized importance in the content value chain. Second, localization is not only about basic translation, it may also involve a modification of the delivery channel or the content itself. And third, the time and resources required for proper localization should not be underestimated. By providing access to market research, target users, and testing tools, MNOs can be important allies of content providers as they navigate the localization process by helping to reduce the time and cost of developing services.
Packaging and Product Development
Localization is critical, but it is only the first step of the content distribution process. While high-quality, locally relevant content is often compelling, on its own it is not a product or service that can be easily consumed by users. The need to "productize" mobile content is even greater in emerging markets than in developed countries, where distributing information can be as simple as publishing information on a free blog. In addition to the difficulty of finding affordable smartphones that can deliver user-friendly Internet experiences, most consumers in low-income countries have little experience with technology and, consequently, they have a lower level of digital literacy. In these settings, the way content is packaged into a digital product is an even more critical factor in success.
Facebook Zero is one of the industry's best examples of a content provider working closely with MNOs on product development. In 2010, the social networking giant had a challenge. Through an unparalleled collection of user-generated content, the company had quickly grown its user base to more than 360 million people, dominating online social networking in most developed countries. 2 However, it was not at all clear that reaching the next 360 million customers would be as easy. Many of these potential users had never heard of Facebook, and those who had did not have a smartphone, which is required to use the company's mobile application. They also were worried that they would face unexpectedly high fees from their MNOs for accessing the site through their mobile data connections (a phenomenon called "bill shock"). Other potential users simply lived in countries or areas with very low-speed data services. Facebook was confident that consumers would love the service once they tried it. With these barriers, how could they get people to take the first step?
Working with several emerging market MNOs, Facebook came to realize that it would have to create a service that worked on feature phones-devices with small screens, alphanumeric keyboards, and relatively slow data connections. This meant stripping the website down to its most basic components, even eliminating photos. This product redesign could make it appropriate for feature phone users, but there was still the nagging consumer fear of high data costs. To address this, Facebook and the MNOs came to a creative agreement on pricing: the MNOs would "zero rate" the stripped-down service and guarantee that using it would not count against consumers' prepaid credits. In return, when users converted to the media-rich, full-fledged version of Facebook, MNOs could charge as much as they wanted. The Facebook Zero model worked: the company got access to millions of new users and the MNOs gave their customers a reason to consume more data. It also ushered in a new way of working between Facebook and the MNOs that continues today. "Beyond simple marketing partnerships, we work with Facebook every day to refine products and identify new growth areas and business models," says Petter Lee-Johannessen, Telenor's global head of social media.
Facebook may be a commercial venture, but the company's success at working with MNOs on product development has implications for content providers across sectors. Facebook collaborated with MNOs in the product development process-an important decision other content providers might hesitate to take due to their fears about intellectual property. Furthermore, in redesigning the Facebook experience for new customers, the company and its partner MNOs examined pricing and other attributes in addition to product features. By working with a select group of MNOs, Facebook created a unique selling point for its partners that made it a win-win situation.
Marketing and Demand Generation
Mutually beneficial marketing partnerships are probably the most obvious ways content providers interact with MNOs. Telecommunications companies are innovations / volume 9, number 3/426 innovations / Digital Inclusion almost always among the top advertising spenders in a given market, and as a result these firms have some of the best recognized consumer brands. Content providers can leverage this brand power by partnering with MNOs on "above the line" promotions like television commercials, print advertisements, and billboards. MNOs also can use "below the line" tools like push SMS messages and customer service center touch points to promote select content providers to tens of millions of customers. These marketing levers can be tremendously powerful, particularly when the value of the content or service is easy to communicate to consumers in a 15-second commercial or 140-character text message.
But what about a situation where the product is less easily understood or an entirely new industry is being introduced to a country? In these situations, MNOs play an even more powerful role, not just in selling products but in changing the consumer mindset to generate demand. Telenor's efforts to build a digital music industry in Serbia offer an interesting work-in-progress case study of this. In autumn 2011, when the company first started to explore how it could facilitate deployment of on-demand music streaming services, the situation looked bleak. "Basically, we were starting from scratch," recalls Hans Jevanord, Telenor's global head of music streaming services. "There was some online piracy going on, but that was about the only concept that many people had of digital music." To succeed, the company would have to do more than simply market campaigns with Deezer, a web-based music streaming service; it would have to change the way Serbians thought about music.
The team quickly realized that the availability of music from Serbia would likely be a key driver in adoption of the service. "It wouldn't work to build an offering that only included content from the major international record labels; we had to sign up local artists as well," says Jevanord. Staff from Telenor's Serbian business unit traveled across the country to obtain licenses for music from the 16 content aggregators responsible for hundreds of Serbian musicians. To strengthen the digital music ecosystem, the company teamed up with MTV Serbia to start a new record label that focused on local artists. When the service was ready to launch in February 2013, Telenor invested extra effort to encourage a handpicked group of musicians, artists, and celebrities to use Deezer in the hope that they would serve as cultural opinion leaders. This tactic was complemented by outreach to customers the company's business intelligence team identified as having significant influence. Sales representatives in Telenor's retail boutiques received special training on the Deezer product and on music streaming in general, which
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enabled frontline staff to confidently explain the new service to customers. The focus on generating demand through unconventional means has so far paid off. "Serbia is still at the beginning of the adoption curve for digital music, but we're very encouraged by the progress we've seen so far," concludes Jevanord.
What might the marketing of music streaming services in Serbia imply for, say, agricultural content in Somalia? For one thing, introducing content or services that depend on major changes in consumer behavior calls for an approach that is qualitatively different from traditional marketing. Furthermore, such an approach should be fueled by the unique knowledge and insights of staff from local distribution partners, such as MNOs. And, finally, to manage expectations, the parties involved should have a shared understanding of where a given market or population sits on the service adoption curve.
Distribution and Payment
After months of hard work to localize content, transform it into a consumable product, and encourage consumer demand, content providers and MNOs face the challenge of getting the product into the hands of people who want it. Fortunately, robust physical distribution networks have long been a core competency of MNOs, and many telecommunications providers are actively investing in new distribution assets that bridge the gap between physical and digital services.
Large MNOs typically have hundreds of thousands of distribution points, the highest concentration of points of sale of the companies that operate in emerging markets, rivaled only by consumer packaged goods firms. For example, Telenor Pakistan has over 150,000 nodes in its distribution network to support a customer base of approximately 37 million people, and DTAC, Telenor's business unit in Thailand, has roughly 200,000 distribution points to serve approximately 28 million customers. Since most consumers in emerging markets tend to pre-pay for mobile services in small increments, highly competitive MNOs are incentivized to make "recharging" as convenient as possible, which has them racing to extend distribution infrastructure even to small villages. Critically, these points of sale do more than simply handle the mechanics of converting cash into MNO credits: they also serve as brand touchpoints and tools to explain and sell new products directly to consumers. If properly aligned and incentivized, MNOs' distributors can be strong allies in promoting content providers' services.
Additionally, as commerce increasingly moves online, many MNOs have begun to invest in "digital distribution" assets to complement their existing physical distribution networks. A recent investment by Telenor in the online classifieds industry is one example of this trend. In September 2013, the company announced that it was investing €145 million (approximately US $190 million) in joint ventures with Schibsted Media Group and Singapore Press Holdings aimed at providing online classified services across Asia and South America. In addition to offering exposure to one of the fastest growing areas of e-commerce, the investment was designed to ensure that the company will be able to promote its products and innovations / volume 9, number 3/4 27 28 innovations / Digital Inclusion services on highly valuable web real estate. Beyond direct equity investments, many MNOs are also building long-term strategic partnerships to sell their wares through popular Internet ecosystems like Facebook and Google. "As growing numbers of customers seek to buy communications services online, and consumers in emerging markets continue to seek 'bite-sized' offerings, having access to highly trafficked storefronts on the new 'digital Main Street' will be an important part of the future distribution strategy for telecommunications service providers," notes Telenor e-commerce director Eivind Skibenes. By piggybacking off of MNOs' digital distribution infrastructure, content providers can directly engage with target customers in a cost-effective way.
In addition to providing a way to deliver services to customers, MNOs offer content providers that are driving toward economic sustainability another capability: payment processing. For most consumers in highincome countries, purchasing web or mobile content with a credit or debit card is a relatively simple experience. However, despite the tremendous improvement in access to financial services for people in emerging markets (driven in part by mobile technology), credit and debit card payment networks remain out of reach for the bulk of that population. To address this unmet need, many MNOs have begun to offer customers "carrier billing" services that allow them to use prepaid voice and SMS credits to purchase mobile applications, digital goods, and other content. Carrier billing can be attractive for content providers as well as consumers; in addition to providing access to a cadre of customers with payment capacity, MNOs typically offer lower transaction fees than conventional credit card networks.
Feedback and Insights
For many of the most impactful content providers, work does not cease when a product is distributed to customers. On the contrary, having "live" services in the market kicks off a new phase that is focused on continuous improvement of the offering and its underlying content. Data and analysis provided by MNO partners through both conventional business intelligence tools and new digital infrastructure can provide important inputs into this feedback loop.
The technical complexity of routing billions of calls to tens of millions of people across hundreds of thousands of square miles means that a typical MNO will manage large volumes of data on when, where, and how its customers use
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telecommunications services. While these datasets have conventionally been used for technical activities like optimizing networks, many larger MNOs have created "customer insights" teams that use these data to understand consumers better from a business perspective. For example, by linking network utilization data with billing data, MNOs can understand how the behaviors and demographics of users of a given product differ from the broader customer base. To ensure customer security and privacy, a typical MNO will not share individual-level data outside the company, or even outside certain teams within the business. But insights derived from aggregated customer data can be and often are shared with content partners, who use the information to understand the extent to which their products are being adopted by targeted customer segments.
Some MNOs are going a step further to create new data analytics platforms based on digital traffic, in addition to data from the core telecommunications business. Telenor's multiyear Global Backend program is an example of this. The initiative responds to a key "pain point" that content providers and other partners often encounter when engaging with large multinational MNOs. Partners may be able to arrive at commercial agreements that span an MNO's entire footprint, but they then must create a separate interface with each local business unit. Global Backend aims to create a single integration point for the entire group, saving partners the time and expense of building interfaces one by one. In addition to making partnerships easier from a technical perspective, the infrastructure will also enable the creation of a new data analytics platform for services. "Our tools can give us a sense of which customers are using which digital services, how they use them, on what devices, and even in what context," notes Sven Thaulow, chief operating officer of Telenor Digital. "Global Backend will give Telenor and its partners much deeper insights into how customers incorporate mobile products into their daily lives."
MNOs' efforts to produce more robust customer insights have the potential to be a boon for content providers in the social sphere. At a basic level, data from MNOs on customer adoption can help content providers know if their services are connecting with the right users. More advanced insights from MNOs about usage patterns can also help content providers refine their offerings to meet customer needs more effectively. And since socially oriented content is rare in the digital world, data from MNOs can be used to better target "offline" interventions. To small social enterprises, MNOs may seem like vast entities with almost unlimited resources. The reality, though, is that MNOs, like most other large companies, have a large number of initiatives and projects that compete for limited time, money, and attention from management. This means that proper "anchoring"-obtaining buy-in and support from decisionmakers-is critical to unlock the components of the content distribution value chain described above. Deciding where to anchor a project can depend on a range of factors, including scale, target audience, commercial potential, and content maturity. For example, early stage projects targeting niche populations are often best anchored with corporate responsibility or sustainability teams, while initiatives that have mass market appeal and near-term revenues may be more suitable for commercial or marketing functions. Content providers should be prepared to invest time in working with internal champions and other advocates to gain buy-in from key stakeholders.
Help to build the business case.
Executives and managers at emerging market MNOs are often receptive to potential partnerships with socially relevant content providers. After all, many chose to work in developing countries because they believe in the power of technology to improve people's lives. At the same time, decisionmakers are also accountable to boards and shareholders for delivering on near-term financial outcomes. Consequently, framing potential partnerships in terms of their business value can help content providers gain traction in working with MNOs. For instance, some services may help to increase customer loyalty, thus alleviating the perennial challenge of customer loss or "churn." Other services might give customers a reason to use mobile data services, thereby helping MNOs increase average revenue per user, a key industry metric. Content providers need not be experts on the intricacies of MNO operations and financing instruments. However, they should be prepared to contribute to high-level discussions of how a partnership could help to advance an MNO's business goals.
Make it easy.
This last point may sound obvious, but content providers overlook it surprisingly often. As previously mentioned, managers at MNOs are busy people, all the more so in emerging market companies with lean workforces. This means that, while decisionmakers are willing to support partnerships that create value, they cannot afford to be bogged down with activities that lie outside of the content distribution value chain. It's much easier to say yes to potential partners that shield MNOs from unnecessary complexity. Moreover, content providers can ease the burden on MNOs by lowering the stakes of a partnership. For example, instead of requesting exposure to the entire customer base on day one, content providers can propose a phased rollout approach that lowers operational and brand risk for MNOs. These and other efforts to be good partners can speed time to market for content providers.
